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Homosexuality and the Bible: 
What is at stake in the current debate
Amid the vigorous debate over 
homosexuality and the Bible, it may 
be tempting for some to ask, “What 
is all the fuss about?” Isn’t it only a 
wrangling over a couple of passages 
in the obscure book of Leviticus and 
how they apply today? It doesn’t seem 
that impor tant. Isn’t it only a matter 
of quibbling over definitions of mar-
riage? What’s the big deal if we call 
these unions “marriage”? The question 
certainly de mands a straightforward 
answer, so I would simply reply that 
there are fundamental biblical and 
theological issues at stake.
What is at stake hermeneutically?
The authority of Scripture and 
the sola Scriptura principle. 
The Protestant Reformation, as 
well as the Advent movement, was 
founded upon the basic principle of 
sola Scriptura.1 “By Scripture alone” 
all issues of faith and practice are to 
be ultimately judged. “To the law 
and to the testimony; if they do not 
speak according to this word, there is 
no light in them” (Isaiah 8:20).2 For 
Bible-believing Christians, Scripture is 
the final norm for truth. It is the stan-
dard by which all doctrine and experi-
ence must be tested (see 2 Timothy 
3:16-17; Psalm 119:105; Proverbs 
30:5-6; Isaiah 8:20; John 17:17; 2 
Thessalonians 3:14; Hebrews 4:12). 
Scripture provides the framework, 
the divine perspective, and the foun-
dational principles for every branch 
of knowledge and experience. All 
additional knowledge and experience, 
or revelation, must build upon and 
remain faithful to the all-sufficient 
foundation of Scripture. All other 
authorities are to be subordinated to 
the supreme authority of God’s Word.
It is evident from the verses regard-
ing homosexual practice and God’s 
Edenic model that Scripture gives a 
consistent and clear con demnation of 
homosexual practice. Not only is there 
univocal con demnation of homosexual 
practice throughout the Bible, but 
nu merous lines of evidence connected 
to the Levitical legislation also point to 
the universal (transcultural) and per-
manent (transtemporal) nature of the 
prohibitions against homosexual activ-
ity.3 As Richard Hayes summarizes:
“The biblical witness against homo-
sexual practices is univocal. ... Scripture 
offers no loopholes or exception clauses 
that might al low for the acceptance of 
homosexual practices under some cir-
cumstances. Despite the efforts of 
some recent interpreters to explain away 
the evidence, the Bible remains unambig-
uous and univocal in its condemnation of 
homosexual conduct.” 4
The witness of Scripture concern-
ing homosexuality is not some obscure 
and minor point in the biblical corpus 
that might be dismissed as peripheral 
to the overarching concerns of the 
Bible. It rather forms part of the core 
values of Scripture. Robert Gagnon 
points out that among Scripture’s core 
values are values that are held:
1. pervasively throughout Scripture 
(at least implicitly),
2. absolutely (without exceptions), 
and ...
3. strongly (as a matter of signifi-
cance). This applies all the more in 
instances where:
4. such values emerged in opposi-
tion to prevailing cultural trends and 
...
5. prevailed in the church for two 
millennia.
The limitation of acceptable sexual 
intercourse to sexually-comple mentary 
partners and the strong abhorrence 
of same-sex intercourse is just such a 
value.5
In the current debate, there are 
those who lean heavily upon the 
evidence of science, particularly the 
findings of the social sciences, arguing 
that many homosexuals are born with 
such tendencies and orientation, and 
that it is impossible for such people to 
change their ori entation. Therefore, in 
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light of science, the biblical position 
against homosexual practice is no lon-
ger tenable or relevant in modern-day 
society. In response, we note that sci-
entific studies, such as those pre sented 
by Mark Yarhouse6 give evidence that 
change in sexual orientation is some-
times possible, and even if the attrac-
tion or orientation does not change, 
a significant number of homosexuals 
move from practice to a position of 
chastity. But even if those studies 
were not forthcoming, the larger her-
meneutical question remains: which 
authority gets the last word — science 
or Scripture? Seventh-day Adventists 
believe that in the last days we will 
not be able to trust even our senses; 
we will have to depend totally upon 
God’s Word, even as miracles and 
counterfeits swirl around us. Do we 
truly believe in sola Scriptura — by 
Scripture alone all other au thorities are 
to be tested? 
Others in the current debate, com-
ing from a postmodern perspec tive, 
cite their personal stories in their 
pilgrimage with homosexual ity. They 
describe being delivered from fear 
and frustration to free dom as they 
embraced their homosexual orienta-
tion and moved to an active homo-
sexual lifestyle. Personal experience 
becomes the norm by which we judge 
the appropriateness of a lifestyle issue.
Consider Eve at the tree of knowl-
edge of good and evil in the Garden 
of Eden. God’s word was plain: do 
not eat of the tree. But the serpent 
lisped his insinuations to Eve to 
doubt: Did God really say not to eat 
of the tree? Don’t you know that He 
does not really mean what He says? He 
is trying to keep something good from 
you. Look at me, at my experience: I 
have eaten the fruit of the forbidden 
tree, and I can talk. Imagine what 
would happen to you if you ate. You 
would become like God. And the bibli-
cal record states: “When the woman 
saw that the tree was good for food, 
that it was pleasant to the eyes, and 
a tree desirable to make one wise, 
she took of its fruit and ate” (Genesis 
3:6, NKJV). She trusted the empiri-
cal evi dence, the personal experience, 
and the seemingly logical reasoning 
of the snake, rather than the Word of 
God, and the floodgates of woe were 
poured out upon the world.
The same issue is before us today 
with reference to the issue of homo-
sexuality and the Bible. What is at 
stake? The sola Scriptura principle.
The tota Scriptura principle. 
It is not enough to affirm the final 
authority of Scripture. Those like 
Martin Luther, who called for sola 
Scriptura but failed to fully accept the 
Scriptures in their totality, have ended 
up with a “canon within the canon.” 
For Luther this meant depreciating 
the book of James as an “epistle of 
straw” and despising other portions of 
Scripture as presenting the way of law 
and not the gospel.
The self-testimony of Scripture is 
clear in 2 Timothy 3:16-17: “All scrip-
ture is inspired by God and profitable 
for teaching, for reproof, for correc-
tion, and for training in righteousness, 
that the man of God may be com-
plete, equipped for every good work” 
(NIV). All Scripture — not just part 
— is inspired by God.
In the current debate, those who 
claim that one part of Scripture — for 
example, the passage that in Christ 
“there is neither male nor fe male” 
(Galatians 3:28, NASB) — is the key 
passage, or that one principle, such 
as love, is the overarching norm, in 
effect make this passage or principle 
a “canon within a canon,” in order 
to dismiss or totally ignore other 
evidence that is relevant to the issue. 
By dismissing and ignoring such 
evidence, the very concept of love is 
taken out of its scriptural con text, and 
its meaning is distorted. Others in the 
debate explicitly set aside certain data 
as irrelevant or outmoded in terms 
of the current discussion. What is at 
stake here?  The tota Scriptura prin-
ciple — the totality of Scripture.
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The unity and harmony of 
Scripture. A third foundational, 
biblically-derived, hermeneutical 
principle that is at stake in this discus-
sion is “the Analogy (or Harmony) of 
Scripture” (analogia Scripturae).
Since all Scripture is inspired by the 
same Spirit, and all of it is the Word 
of God, there is a fundamental unity 
and harmony among its various parts. 
The parts of Old Testament Scripture 
are considered by the New Testament 
writers as harmonious and of equal 
divine authority. New Testament writ-
ers may thus support their point by 
citing several Old Testament sources 
as of equal and harmonious weight. 
For example, in Romans 3:10-18 
we have scriptural cita tions from 
Ecclesiastes (see 7:20), Psalms (see 
14:2-3; 5:10; 140:4; 10:7; 36:2), and 
Isaiah (see 59:7-8). Scripture is regard-
ed as an insep arable, coherent whole. 
Because there is an underlying unity 
among the various parts of Scripture, 
one portion of Scripture interprets 
an other, becoming the key for under-
standing related passages. Scrip ture is 
its own expositor (Scriptura sui ipsius 
interpres). Or as Mar tin Luther put it, 
“Scripture is its own light.” Jesus dem-
onstrated this principle on the way 
to Emmaus when, “beginning with 
Moses and all the Prophets, he inter-
preted to them in all the Scriptures 
the things concerning himself” (Luke 
24:27, ESV). Later that night in the 
upper room, Jesus pointed out “that 
everything written about me in the 
law of Moses and the prophets and the 
psalms must be fulfilled.” Then He 
opened their minds to understand the 
scriptures” (Luke 24:44, 45, ESV).
Paul expresses this same principle 
in 1 Corinthians 2:13: “These things 
we also speak, not in words which 
man’s wisdom teaches but which 
the Holy Spirit teaches, comparing 
spiritual things with spiritual” (NKJV, 
emphasis added). This does not mean 
the indiscriminate stringing together 
of passages in “proof text” fashion 
without regard for the context of each 
if Scripture becomes the final word 
to the homosexual, then Scripture 
becomes the way to peace and power. 
What is at stake doctrinally? 
Let us now look at some doctrines 
of Scripture that are at stake in this 
debate over homosexual behavior.
The doctrine of creation, particu-
larly the doctrine of humanity as 
the imago dei. In Genesis 1:26-27, 
“the high point and goal has been 
reached to ward which all of God’s cre-
ativity from verse 1 on was directed.”6 
Here in lofty grandeur is portrayed 
the creation of humankind (hd’addm) 
as the image of God: “Then God said, 
‘Let us make humankind in our image, 
according to our likeness; and let them 
have dominion over the fish of the sea, 
and over the birds of the air, and over the 
cattle, and over all the wild animals of 
the earth, and over every creeping thing 
that creeps upon the earth.’ So God cre-
ated humankind in his own image, in 
the image of God he created him; male 
and female he created them” (Genesis 
1:26-27, NRSV).
The sexual distinction between 
male and female is fundamen-
tal to what it means to be human. 
Humankind-in-fellowship as male 
and female is fundamental to what it 
means to be in the image of God.7 As 
Karl Barth expresses it, “We cannot 
say man [humankind] without having 
to say male or female and also male 
and female. Man [humankind] exists 
in this differentia tion, in this dual-
ity.”8 The mode of human existence in 
the divine im age is that of male and 
female together. In Genesis 1, “hetero-
sexuality is at once proclaimed to be 
the order of creation.”9
Certainly, homosexual practice 
strikes at the very roots of God’s Cre-
ation order for humans made in His 
image. The rationale of the prohi-
bitions in Leviticus 18 and 20 — 
including homosexual behavior — rests 
upon the foundational principles of 
Creation order in Genesis 1:27-28: 
the creation of all humanity in the 
text. But since the Scriptures ulti-
mately have a single divine Author, 
it is crucial to gather all that is writ-
ten on a par ticular topic in order to 
be able to consider all the contours 
of the topic. Part of the analogy or 
harmony of Scripture is the principle 
of the consistency of Scripture. Jesus 
succinctly stated this principle: “The 
Scripture cannot be broken” (John 
10:35, ESV). Since Scripture has a 
single divine Author, the various parts 
of Scripture are consis tent with each 
other. Thus Scripture cannot be set 
against Scripture. All the doctrines of 
the Bible will cohere with each other, 
and interpretations of individual pas-
sages will harmonize with the totality 
of what Scripture teaches on a given 
subject. 
In contrast to this principle of 
the unity/harmony/consistency of 
Scripture, some proponents of the 
homosexual lifestyle and gay mar riage 
claim that various individual passages 
of Scripture are contra dicted by over-
arching principles, and these contra-
dictory passages can now be set aside. 
Others claim that various passages of 
Scripture are not consistent or in har-
mony with each other on this issue, 
and therefore we need to move to the 
general principles of love or tol erance 
or equality to decide this issue. But 
even those who are not evangelicals 
have recognized that in the area of 
homosexual behavior, the Bible speaks 
univocally — with one voice — con-
sistently condemning homosexual 
practice.
So, the basic principles of 
Evangelical Protestant hermeneu-
tics are at stake: sola Scriptura, tota 
Scriptura, and the unity and harmony 
of Scripture that allows Scripture to 
be its own expositor. If we reject these 
Bible-based principles, then we are left 
at sea interpreting all the other doc-
trines of Scripture that depend upon a 
faithful application of these principles.
On the other hand, if we accept 
these principles of sola and tota 
Scriptura and the unity of Scripture, 
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image of God as “male and female,” 
unique and distinct from the rest of 
God’s creation, and the command to 
“be fruitful and multiply and fill the 
earth.” “These principles describe the 
order and structure of humanity in two 
relationships: to God and to society. 
All the laws of Leviticus 18 may be 
understood as violations of these prin-
ciples.”10 The activities proscribed in 
Leviticus 18 and 20 are portrayed as 
“abominations” because homosexual 
practice violates the divine order of 
gender set forth in Genesis 1:27 and 
Genesis 2:24.11
This connection with the creation 
order is implicit in the refrain of 
Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13: “with 
a male as one lies with a woman” 
(emphasis added).12 Such phraseology 
intertextually links with both Genesis 
1:27 and 2:24. In Leviticus 18:22 and 
20:13, homosexual activ ity is regarded 
as an abomination rejected primarily 
because it involved “behaving toward 
another man as if he were a woman 
by making him the object of male 
sexual desires. That is an abomina-
tion, an abhor rent violation of divine-
ly-sanctioned boundaries — in this 
case, gender boundaries established at 
creation.”13 The prohibition of homo-
sexual relations is not an issue of gen-
der status (male honor or hierarchy), 
as some would claim, but concerns “a 
distortion of gender itself, as created 
and ordered by God.”14 B.S. Childs 
captures this biblical rationale and the 
implication for today:
“The recent attempt of some theolo-
gians to find a biblical opening, if not 
warrant, for the practice of homosexual-
ity stands in strik ing disharmony with 
the Old Testament’s understanding of 
the relation of male and female. The 
theological issue goes far beyond the cit-
ing of occasional texts which condemn 
the practice (Lev 20:13). ... The Old 
Testament views homosexuality as a 
distortion of creation, which falls into 
the shadows outside the blessing.”15
Seventh-day Adventists have rightly 
defended the doctrine of Creation 
against attacks from those who 
would wish to deny the literal six-day 
Creation described in Genesis 1 and 
propose some form of theistic evolu-
tion for the earth’s origins. But a 
rejection or undermining of the basic 
distinctions in the Creation order is 
just as devastating an attack on the 
doctrine of Creation — perhaps more 
so.
In fact, the view that homosexual 
orientation is congenital and therefore 
natural is built upon an evolutionary 
premise: namely, that we are simply 
living out the urges that we naturally 
have as a result of natural selection, 
time, and chance. Thus the argument 
for the naturalness of homosexual 
orientation actually supports the doc-
trine of evolution and denigrates, if 
not implicitly rejects, the doctrine of 
Creation as described in Genesis 1 and 
2, in which humans are created in the 
image of God, and heterosexuality 
is the divine mandate for humanity. 
So at stake are both the doctrine of 
Creation as a whole and hu mankind’s 
creation in the image of God in par-
ticular. 
The theology of marriage and 
family. Related to the doctrine of 
Creation is the theology of marriage, 
since human sexuality according to 
the Edenic divine paradigm finds 
expression in a heterosexual marital 
form. Genesis 2:24 presents a succinct 
theology of marriage: Therefore a man 
leaves his father and his mother and 
cleaves to his wife, and they become 
one flesh” (RSV).16 The introductory 
“therefore” [cal-ken] indicates that 
the re lationship of Adam and Eve is 
upheld as the pattern for all future 
human sexual relationships.17 The ref-
erence to “a man ... and ... his wife” 
— literally, a “man and his woman”—
indicates a het erosexual marriage 
relationship of a man and woman as 
the Edenic model for all time. This 
Creation pattern of hetero sexual rela-
tionship remained the norm through-
out the canonical Old Testament 
Scriptures.
Only two institutions have come 
down to us from the Garden of Eden: 
the Sabbath and marriage. It is not 
surprising that in the last days both of 
these divine institutions, these divine 
gifts to humanity from the Creator’s 
hand, are under attack.
God Himself officiated at the sol-
emn covenant-making ceremony in 
Eden (the first garden wedding). God 
Himself designed, and defined, mar-
riage. What God has defined, no one 
has the right to redefine. At stake in 
the debate over same-sex marriage is 
the integrity of the institution of mar-
riage as God designed.
The doctrines of the Fall and 
sin. Those who suggest that the 
homosexual lifestyle is natural and 
thus unavoidable — and even to be 
welcomed and celebrated — have not 
taken into account the biblical doc-
trine of the Fall. At the time of the 
Fall, Adam and Eve’s natures were cor-
rupted, turned inward in selfishness, 
depraved. Since that time, we are all 
born with depraved human natures. 
We naturally incline toward sin. 
Whether a man looks lustfully after a 
woman not his wife, or after another 
man, it can be said to be natural. But 
simply be cause it is natural does not 
make it right. The Bible makes clear 
that harboring lustful thoughts, let 
alone acting out our lustful fantasies 
in i l l icit sexual activity, whether het-
erosexual or homosexual, is sin.18
Here I want to underscore the dif-
ference between homosexuality as an 
orientation (propensity, inclination, 
condition, disposition) and homo-
sexual practice. The Old Testament 
condemns homosexual practice 
and the harboring of homosexual 
lustful thoughts and temp tations. 
Homosexuality as a condition is clear-
ly a sexual disorder, a distortion of the 
Edenic ideal, but I find in Scripture 
no culpability for homosexual orienta-
tion per se, just as there is no condem-
nation of natural fallen tendencies and 
temptations to heterosexual lust, if 
these are not harbored or acted upon.19
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But now consider homosexual prac-
tice itself: same-sex intercourse. How 
much is at stake in the issue of same-
sex intercourse may be judged by how 
seriously it is regarded in God’s eyes. 
Gagnon makes a strong case that, 
according to God’s Word, “homosex-
ual practice is a more serious violation 
of Scripture’s sexual norms than even 
incest, adultery, plural marriage, and 
divorce.”20 Only bestiality is presented 
as a worse sexual offense.
Gagnon first presents the evidence 
that in Scripture there are different 
degrees of severity when it comes to sin:
“In the Old Testament there is a 
clear ranking of sins. For instance, 
when one goes to Leviticus 20, 
which reorders the sexual offenses in 
Leviticus 18 according to penalty, the 
most severe offenses are grouped first, 
including same-sex intercourse. Of 
course, varie gated penalties for differ-
ent sins can be found throughout the 
legal material in the Old Testament.”21
Jesus also prioritized offenses, refer-
ring to “weightier matters of the law” 
(Matthew 23:23, NKJV) and to 
different degrees of punishment for 
different offenses (see Luke 12:48). 
Paul’s attitude toward the case of 
incest in 1 Corinthians 5 also makes 
clear that he differentiated among var-
ious sexual offenses, with some being 
more serious than others.
Having established that Scripture 
does consider some offenses more seri-
ous than others, Gagnon then gives 
three main reasons as to why same-sex 
intercourse is one of the gravest sexual 
sins:
1. It is the violation that most clearly 
and radically offends against God’s 
intentional creation of humans as 
“male and female” (Gen. 1:27) and 
definition of marriage as a union 
between a man and a woman (Gen. 
2:24). ... Since Jesus gave priority 
to these two texts from the creation 
stories in Genesis when He defined 
normative and prescriptive sexual 
ethics for his disciples, they have to 
be given special attention by us. Paul 
also clearly has the creation texts in 
the background of his indictment of 
homosexual practice in Romans 1:24-
27 and 1 Corinthians 6:9.
2. Every text that treats the issue of 
homosexual practice in Scripture treats 
it as an offense of great abhorrence to 
God. ... Indeed, every single text in 
Scripture that discusses sex, whether 
narrative, law, proverb, poetry, moral 
exhortation, or metaphor, presupposes 
a male-female prerequisite. There are 
no exceptions anyway [anywhere] in 
Scripture.
3. The male-female prerequisite is the 
foundational prerequisite for defin-
ing most other sexual norms. Jesus 
himself clearly predicated his view of 
marital monogamy and indissolubility 
on the foundation of Genesis 1:27 and 
2:24, texts that have only one thing in 
common: the fact that an acceptable 
sexual bond before God entails as its 
first prerequisite (after the assumption 
of an intra-human bond) a man and a 
woman (see Mark 10:6-9; Matt. 19:4-
6).22
Gagnon rightly concludes that 
“same-sex intercourse is a high offense 
in the sexual realm toward God.”23 
What is at stake in the debate over 
homosexuality is the biblical doctrine 
of sin. Are we willing to take homo-
sexual practice as seriously as God 
takes it?
At the same time, although in God’s 
estimation homosexual prac tice is 
placed near the top of sexual sins in 
seriousness, we should remember that 
from God’s perspective such sins as 
“pride of heart” (Proverbs 16:5) and 
“lying lips” (Proverbs 12:22) and 
“idolatry” (Deuteronomy 17:3, 4) and 
“dishonest scales” (Proverbs 11:1) are 
castigated just as strongly by God 
as “abominations” (using the same 
Hebrew word to’eba), al though there 
is no effective mechanism to punish 
such sins until the final judgment. All 
of us are sinners, in need of the grace 
of God. And all sins, even those most 
strongly condemned by God, can be 
forgiven by Him. 
The doctrine of grace. The biblical 
view of grace must be seen against the 
backdrop of sin. According to Paul, 
“where sin abounded, grace abounded 
much more” (Romans 5:20, NKJV). 
Unless we recognize our sinfulness, we 
are not prepared to appreciate God’s 
grace. If homosexual practice is not 
considered a sin, or not regarded as a 
serious sin, then grace is not needed. 
Only when God’s estimation of 
ho mosexual practice is taken seriously 
as a grave sin is it possible to respond 
properly to God’s grace.
Throughout the Bible, the picture is 
clear that God unequivocally upholds 
the Creation duality between the sexes 
(see Genesis 1:26) and the hetero-
sexual norm for marriage (see Genesis 
2:24). Divine judgment is pronounced 
against those who engage in homo-
sexual practice.
God’s amazing grace is revealed in 
His willingness to forgive and provide 
empowering grace for obedience. In 
view of God’s grace extended toward 
all sinners, including homosexuals, 
and in view of the sinful desires that 
lurk in all our hearts, expression of 
disapproval of homosexual practice 
must be made “in the context of our 
own sexual fallenness.”24 We must all 
recognize our need of grace and heal-
ing in matters of our sexuality, includ-
ing especially the heterosexual sin of 
hatred to ward homosexuals. At stake 
in the discussion over homosexuality 
and gay marriage is a proper recogni-
tion of God’s grace within the context 
of human sinfulness.
The doctrine of the church. It 
is the duty of the church to relate to 
homosexual practice in a responsible 
way, in harmony with the principles of 
Scripture. The Seventh-day Adventist 
official statement on homosexuality 
expresses this concern well:
“Seventh-day Adventists endeavor to 
follow the instruction and ex ample of 
Jesus. He affirmed the dignity of all 
human beings and reached out com-
passionately to persons and families 
suffering the consequences of sin. He 
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offered caring ministry and words of 
sol ace to struggling people, while dif-
ferentiating His love for sinners from 
His clear teaching about sinful prac-
tices.”25
We have a long way to go toward 
providing the needed psycho logical 
and spiritual care for those struggling 
with homosexuality. How much we 
need to learn to follow the example of 
the Messianic Servant: “A bruised reed 
He will not break, and a smoking flax 
He will not quench” (Isaiah 42:3). 
How far we still need to go to provide 
an accepting and loving church family 
for those homosexuals who have cho-
sen by God’s grace to follow a celibate 
lifestyle. We must show unconditional 
love for homosexuals, while at the 
same time assisting those active in the 
lifestyle to move from brokenness into 
healing and chastity by the power of 
God. At stake is nothing less than the 
doctrine of the church and her mis-
sion.
The gospel in the setting of 
the three angels’ messages. For 
Seventh-day Adventists, who see their 
specific mission to pro claim the three 
angels’ messages of Revelation 14, the 
issue at stake in homosexuality takes 
on an eschatological/apocalyptic 
perspective. The first angel has “the 
everlasting gos pel to preach to those 
who dwell on the earth.” Adventists 
have right ly emphasized the reference 
to the investigative judgment: “Fear 
God and give glory to Him, for the 
hour of His judgment has come.” We 
have rightly seen the quotation from 
the Sabbath commandment in the 
next phrase: “and worship Him who 
made heaven and earth, the sea, and 
the fountains of waters.” We have rec-
ognized the mission of the Adventist 
Church as repairers of the breach 
(see Isaiah 58:12) in God’s law, espe-
cially with regard to the seventh-day 
Sabbath (see Isaiah 58:13, 14). But 
the call of the third angel for the 
“endurance of the saints ... those who 
keep the commandments of God” 
(Revelation 14:12) includes all the 
commandments of God, not just the 
fourth.
Some have proposed that the three 
angels’ messages concern both the 
Sabbath and marriage:26 the refer-
ences to sexual immorality in the sec-
ond angel’s message, allusions to the 
“image of the beast” as a counterfeit 
of the image of God in Genesis 1, and 
the reference to “fire and brimstone” 
as an allusion to the destruction of 
Sodom for its sins, particularly its 
practice of “sodomy.” In the introduc-
tion to the three angels’ messages, 
Revelation 14:4 describes God’s 
special people as a chaste people. In 
Revelation 19 we find reference to 
“the marriage of the Lamb” in which 
“His wife has made herself ready” 
(Revelation 19:7-8). Although the 
metaphors of marriage and immoral-
ity are applied in a spiritual sense to 
doctrinal purity, the very use of such 
a metaphor also implies the sexual 
purity of God’s people. Elsewhere in 
Revelation is a special call for believ-
ers living in the end times to be pure, 
with numerous references to sexual 
immorality as especially displeasing 
to God (see Revelation 2:14, 20-21; 
9:21) and even disqualifying worship-
ers from entering the New Jerusalem 
(see Revelation 22:15).
In the eschatological context of 
Revelation, it is not surprising to 
have an emphasis upon creation, 
the Sabbath, and marriage/fam-
ily, and to indicate that all of these 
will come under attack in the last 
days. According to Revelation, the 
final remnant will keep “the com-
mandments of God” (12:17; 14:12), 
including the fourth, the seventh, and 
the fifth. 
So what is at stake is no less than 
the call to be faithful to the com-
mandments of God, in light of the 
Gospels and the three angels’ messag-
es. All of us are called to be faithful to 
God, with regard to both the day and 
way of worship, and the fundamental 
structures of marriage and family as 
given by God in Creation.
The great controversy worldview 
and the character of God. Finally, 
the book of Revelation also brings us 
to the issue of the larger worldview of 
Scripture. Revelation reiterates what 
was already present in the beginning 
of Scripture, in Genesis 1 to 3, with 
a descrip tion of the great controversy 
centered on the issue of the character 
of God. In Genesis 3, the serpent casts 
doubts upon the character of God, 
and the great moral conflict, begun in 
heaven with the rebellion of Lucifer, 
is brought to this earth. Job 1 and 2 
reveals that the moral conflict is cos-
mic, yet it springs from the same basic 
issue of whether or not we will trust 
God’s character and His Word. In the 
last three chapters of Revelation, we 
have the windup of the great contro-
versy, and the final triumphant shout 
of the universe as God’s char acter is 
vindicated in His dealing with sin: 
“true and righteous are His judg-
ments” (Revelation 19:2; cf. the song 
of Moses and the Lamb in 15:3: “Just 
and true are Your ways, O King of 
saints!”).27
The homosexuality debate is part 
of the great contro versy worldview. 
It is a symptom of the clash of two 
worldviews, the biblical versus the 
humanistic. The reasoning of the 
gay activist community, and even of 
many not part of that community, 
utilizes (whether knowingly or not) 
the perspective of the humanistic, 
evo lutionary worldview. It is so easy 
to imbibe the spirit of the culture 
without even being aware of it and to 
adopt elements of the secular world-
view in these issues. At stake is the 
biblical worldview that stands against 
the modern culture in so many ways.
At the heart of the great controversy 
is the issue of the character of God. 
No one knows this better than those 
believers who struggle with same-sex 
attraction. Religious peo ple who face 
up to their homosexual orientation 
often get angry with God for allow-
ing them to have such an orientation 
and (too often) for not seeming to be 
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willing or able to help them overcome 
such an orientation. How many of 
those who are practicing homosexu-
als were once very religious but have 
turned away from religion because of 
what they perceived to be the untrust-
worthy character of God?
And on the other side, how many 
heterosexuals implicitly cast aspersions 
upon the character of God by their 
failure to love homo sexuals? They 
distort God’s character as they treat 
homosexuals in a manner that does 
not model God’s love and compas-
sion. God’s char acter can be distorted 
by falling into either ditch, either 
upholding His justice at the expense 
of His mercy, by hating and rejecting 
the homosexual, or by upholding His 
grace at the expense of His justice, by 
tolerating or even affirming homo-
sexual practice.
God calls for us to model in our 
individual lives, as well as in the 
church, both His justice and mercy. 
He is looking for a people who will 
present to the world, in word and in 
deed, a living exhibition of the charac-
ter of God.
Conclusion
Ultimately, what is at stake in 
the current debate over homosexual 
behavior and the Bible is more than 
abstract hermeneutical principles or 
doctrines, but the lives of real people. 
Consider those who struggle with 
their homosexual tendencies, but have 
found power in the grace of God to 
live above those tendencies.
For myself, what has been at stake is 
my own heart. I have real ized that my 
own treatment of homosexuals, whom 
I ridiculed as “queers” while in high 
school, and whom I generally mocked 
for their mannerisms while in college, 
was once flawed. I have had to confess 
my own falling short when it comes 
to the call to treat homosexuals with 
respect and love.
I have had to revisit the painful 
reality that one of my close friends 
in college, with whom I joked about 
homosexuals, struggled with his own 
homosexual tendencies. I even once 
sent him a letter of rebuke for activi-
ties which I interpreted as his indulg-
ing his sexual passions but which I 
now realize were his attempts to proj-
ect a heterosexual identity. 
My friend recently shared with me 
his testimony — and his forgiveness. I 
wept to learn how he had desperately 
sought help for his brokenness as a 
teenager but was repeatedly rebuffed 
or even taken advantage of by those 
he thought he could trust. But I also 
rejoiced as he described his recovery, 
healing, and blessing — how God has 
freed him from the devil’s counterfeit 
sexuality and how returning to God’s 
plan has not been easy, but worth it.
What is ultimately at stake in this 
debate? The lives of men and women 
like my friend. May God help us to 
be a community of believ ers who wel-
come them into our midst and who 
minister God’s grace and healing in 
their lives, while allowing that same 
grace to heal our own brokenness and 
insensitivity.
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